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The Night Ahead 





Meelick, 1943 
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The Verge of Tears 

an oncology diary 


* 


The name of every ward starts with a big 'C - 
Cedar, Catherine, Cara, Cherry - 
this is a strategy to deal with fear, 
at the main door, letter by letter. 


* 


I drink the tea she doesn't feel up to, 
and look away while they search for a vein. 
(Because they soak her hands sometimes 

in warm water to make it easier, all it takes 
is my children's breakfast bowls steeping 
in the sink to bring her hands to mind). 


* 


On the site for the new hospital 
a crane driver has planted his county flag 
on the boom of his crane. When they raised it 

in the depths of winter he must've been 

imagining the end of summer, 

the city ablaze with his county colours. 
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* 


Hundreds of channels and still we wind up 
watching a miniature John Deere 
on the fairway of the course next door, 
mowing the first growth this year 

in a snow flurry that thickens 
to a blizzard. Strange to have lived 
more than four decades and not to know 
that grass could be cut in snow. 


* 


When was the last time I noticed her scapular bones? 
They have never been so clear. At the deepest 
point of the V' in the oncology nurse's scrubs 
I can't help glimpsing and thinking 'aureolae'- 
a charm as good as the next against death. 


* 


We go halves on the giant biscuit 
that has reached its Best Before, 
before I give in and take the lion's share. 

Her desire to feed me is stronger than ever - 
sandwiches for later, fruit in danger of going off, 
a dollop of mayonnaise in a night light holder. 
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* 


I am trying to make out the crane driver's face 
through two panes of glass, a sealed vacuum 
filled with colourless gas, a sheet of tinted 
perspex through which two tubes enter, 
as though the room itself were on oxygen. 

"Jesus, don't take her now. Not while 
the children are still small. Give her 
a few years free of the misery" - 
I pray to the man in the crane. 


* 


When we slip out for an early bird 
she pulls her sleeve discreetly down 
to conceal the wristlet that bears her name 
and DOB, which leaves me 
picturing her in her first weeks. 


* 


To the legendary TV memory man 
who passes while we eat and smiles, 
she tells me after, she was on 
the verge of saying, "You that has 
the great memory, do you remember me?" 
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* 


There - floodlit in the dark - 
is the enormous Cedar 
which gives the ward its name. 

How could a body not take heart 
from the sight of the limb it lost 

last winter and survived, the pale flesh 
under the bark, the wound still fresh? 


* 


There has been so much talk of odds 
and chances, we could be leaving 
a casino, with our purses lightened, 
moving toward the car in Set Down Only. 

The shadow of the crane boom 
passes over. A weight leaves the earth, 
heavenward. No-one catches anyone's eye. 
No-one is getting away with his life. 
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Nana, no date 
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02.07.2012 


“It is impossible that the child of so many tears should be lost. ” 

St. Ambrose 

“None of us got it his own way. It seemed better that we kept alive. 

W.D Snodgrass, ‘Heart’s Needle’ 


* 


All of our options are exhausted. 

It is like God leaving the room 
when the oncologist takes his leave. 

A man of the cloth comes 
with oils, and we say your name 
over and over, "Hail Mary..." 


* 


Out behind the corpse house 
in the shade of the evergreens, 
the undertaker's son, 
relaxing in the passenger seat, 
sizes up a woman on page 3. 

I came seeking directions from him 
and leave, envying her her health. 
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* 


What his father says is good enough 
almost to have engraved on a stone - 


"If we lose each other on the Canal, 
we'll meet up again at 'The Poitin Still'." 


* 


On your second last day you send us 
across the street to the restaurant 
to learn again what it means to eat. 

Italy were playing Spain at sunset. 

Potato and asparagus soup 
to start, then beautiful Lamb stew, 
a list of pizzas as long as your arm. 

The owner at the window table, 
taking time out to dine before the rush, 
accepted patron's wishes for the Azzurri, 
a citizen cherishing a half glass of wine, 
his silhouette, a picture of how to live. 


* 


The last time you used the words 7 am'; 
"You'd better talk, because I'm not able." 
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* 


In Thurles a couple pushing a buggy, 
a man on his knees, lost in the sacrament 
of trimming his front hedge and sweeping 
the trimmings with his kitchen brush, 
stopped to cross themselves. 

Motorists switched off engines in the street 
and went on about their errands 
only after the inevitable, polished so 
they could see themselves in it, had passed. 


* 


"Is M _ home? 

Tell her not to come. 

I don't want her 
to see me like this ." 


* 


Searching for ways to be kind 
we offer ice, water from a straw. 
John brushes your hair. I recall 
your father in his Sunday clothes, 

milking by hand, the white arc 
of warm milk in the byre dark 
entering our mouths, across the yard 
from the house you were born in. 
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* 


After the central line goes in 
there's nothing they don't know. 
We watch your heart, like a beacon. 


* 


I hear John saying what he said 
again and again to gain admission 
at the intercom to High Dependency - 
"We are Mary French's sons." 


* 


"Mary, your sons are here...." 
"They're always here...." 


* 


I want what you said when I offered you 
my arm in case you fell to be remembered - 


"If I fall, you can come back for me. 
But I am not holding on to anyone." 


13 



* 


You would be thinking 
of us in transit today. 

Who do we ring to say 
the roads were quiet, 
that we got there safe? 


* 


On a morphine pump nestled between pillows, 
bearing beads of moisture on its breath - 
this is how kindness leaves the earth. 


Saturday 31 st June - Monday 2 nd July , 2012 
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Meelick, June 1956 
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In Memory 


1. In Furey's 


We couldn't drink to the things that spring 
to mind - the future, the next generation, 
good health. Too sick from chemotherapy 
to face homemade lasagne and thick cut chips, 

you ordered us brandy, the decent stuff. 

Close to the stove, in the back, we drank 
to our loved and unloved, living and dead, 
to the rest of the road home, the night ahead. 
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2. Abbeyleix, 6 th July, 2012 


Today is your birthday. It has rained all day. 

We make ourselves at home in the children's library 
where we try to remember the colour of your eyes 
and can't believe you won't open them again. 

The children are playing Close Your Eyes And See 
Whot God Sends You. Someone raises a window 
for air, and we breathe in the Sensory Gardens. 
When we close our eyes the thought of hazel comes. 
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3. Saint Vincent's 


The atrium is filled with us, the bereaved 
of the last year, gathered together, 
waiting for the wax in the candles to set 
before we can take them away, our faces 
still warm from their heat, and go back 
to our lives with crocus bulbs in our pockets 
like change, to plant when we get home. 
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4. Month's Mind 


We found where the withered flowers go. 

Now that you know your way around 

you come in a dream, doing what you used to, 

healthy again and on the verge of laughing. 

I take your forearms in my palms, grateful 
that you came, and say - "Mam, you're supposed 
to be dead?", and you, barely able 
to contain yourself, go, "I know. I know." 
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At the River 

a postscript 


I feel them again when I reach 
for change to pay to cross the river - 

the crocus bulbs, wrapped in muslin, 
they passed out in the atrium, 
and place one in the palm of the woman 
who reaches from the booth. 

Then a pause happens; 
the barrier lifts, and I pass on. 
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